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Lilian ("Little One") 
CHRISTINE STEPHENS 
A newspaper photo captures the oddity of an eleven-year-old 
alone on a boat, America bound. 
Her outline washes vague with surf, 
pocked grey and white like the Atlantic, 
and only the picture's memory 
of her light colored eyes remains focused; 
her stare could shatter a camera lens, 
the seven week trip not long enough 
to forget Swedish or her mama's last words: 
If it weren't for Lilian . .. 
her white hand, a blossom. The girl, 
Lilian, sailed to her sister's home, far 
from Hudiksvall, the village in Northern Sweden 
where she skied to school--
where old women wear black shawls and bad teeth, 
and the sun shines on summer nights, 
the moon on winter days. 
When she was ten, she and her mama 
left for Stockholm and work, 
moved into a one-room apartment 
overlooking the afternoon grey of city skies 
and sidewalks. Four decades later, 
my mother and I explore that city, 
searching for the house where they lived. 
We climb side streets sloping up from the main road, 
out of breath and bewildered by the cobblestone 
faces of buildings all the same. 
Mother walks with her eyes 
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u n f o c u s e d  t o  o u t s i d e  t h i n g s ,  
s e a r c h i n g  w i t h  a  s i n g l e  i n d e x  f i n g e r  
e x t e n d e d  a s  i f  r e a c h i n g  a  c o n c l u s i o n  o r  m e m o r y .  
S h e  m i g h t  r e c a l l  r e d  c u r t a i n s  i n  a  w i n d o w ,  a  b l u e  d o o r ,  
o r  t h a t  c u r b  w h e r e  s h e  s k i n n e d  h e r  a n k l e  w a l k i n g  t o  s c h o o l - -
b a c k  w h e n  s h e  w o r e  h e r  b l o n d  b r a i d s  i n  a  c r o w n .  
W a l k i n g  u p  t h e  l a s t  s t r e e t  
w h e r e  b u i l d i n g s  a r e  l i n e d  u p  s l i c e s  o f  s t a l e  b r e a d ,  
m y  m o t h e r  r e c a l l s  h e r  m a m a ' s  a s t h m a ,  
h o w  c l i m b i n g  t h e  s i d e w a l k s  t o  t h e  s t e p s  
a l w a y s  l e f t  h e r  c l u t c h i n g  w a l l s ,  h a n d s  s e a r c h i n g  
f o r  a  p l a c e  t o  s i t  d o w n  a n d  b r e a t h e .  
S h e  w a s  n e v e r  r i g h t  a f t e r  h e r  s t r o k e ,  
b u t  L i l i a n  s c o l d e d :  C a n ' t  y o u  p i c k  t h i n g s  u p ?  
W h y  d o n ' t  y o u  b u y  m o r e  f o o d ?  
H e r  m a m a  l e f t  L i l i a n  t o o  y o u n g  
t o  k n o w  t h a t  c h i l d r e n  a r e  s i n l e s s ,  
t o o  y o u n g  f o r  t h e  m i d n i g h t  t a l k s  
t h a t  b r e a k  a  m o t h e r  a n d  d a u g h t e r  
f r e e  f r o m  c u t - o u t  s h a p e s ,  t o  b e c o m e  w o m e n  
w h o  c r u m b l e  g u i l t  l i k e  d r i e d  b r e a d  c r u m b s  
a n d  f e e d  i t  t o  t h e  s t r e e t s .  
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